FIRST OVER EVEREST
glance lazily at them as they pass in endless streams down the
Burlington Arcade of the East. The perfumes of Arabia are not
lacking, though gone are most of the glories of damask silk
and steel Southwards stretches a vast dusty plain to Baghdad
and the southern sea. Damascus is so old that nobody will ever
know its age. If Troy was built to the sound of music, Damascus
was, and still is, being raised to the sound of running water,
the talisman of the town.
In the air all angles of approach tend to become fresh ones.
Yet in this cradle-land of civilisation the past still manages to
be the present, and to be out of date, or before the time of
dates. It is just another synonym for being important, and the
traveller cannot help sometimes reversing the process of thought
and wondering what would have been the influence of an
aeroplane on antiquity.
What would Elijah have said had two aeroplanes suddenly
appeared to feed him in place of the two ravens ? What would
the plague of locusts have done had they found themselves
subdued by a flight of enormous mechanical birds? What
would have been the cry of the Israelites when fleeing from
Egypt, if proud Pharaoh had suddenly stepped from his chariot
into his secret bomber and taken up the pursuit ?
But the Near East is still a grave and contemplative place,
bearded with benevolence, slow moving, where the wanderer
comes face to face with Destiny, and with himself—so that
jests when made are generally personal ones.
Before reaching Baghdad, the flyers passed over the territory
of the Akhwan tribe, perhaps the most enthusiastic in their
attitude towards aviation of any of the wandering Bedouins.
They are constantly on the move and carrying out raids on
their neighbours, which are governed by the strictest rules of
conduct. One day they are rich and the next deprived of all
they possess. Like most Arabs, they are chivalrous to those
whom they admire. When on the march, the Akhwan tribe
has a strange custom, for one man goes ahead to throw a
mantle over a bush to reserve the site for the camp. Although
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